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The Mexican tourism sector has begun to rebound from last year's slump, but a full recovery is
not likely in 2002 unless the number of foreign visitors increases to levels prevalent in 2000. An
estimated 19.6 million foreign visitors traveled to Mexico in 2001, down about 4% from the previous
year. The numbers were down because of the US economic slowdown and the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks
on New York and Washington, said the Secretaria de Turismo (SECTUR). Some estimates say more
than 85% of the foreign visitors come from the US.
SECTUR said the decline in foreign visitors was more than offset by an increase in industry profits.
Foreign tourists spent about US$8.35 billion last year, slightly above the annual average of US$8
billion. This was also 1.7% above 2000 levels. A strong peso and increased per-capita spending by
foreign tourists contributed to the strong earnings for the tourism industry last year, said SECTUR.

Foreign visitors slow to return
Tourism Secretary Leticia Navarro Ochoa said foreign tourism was expected to remain slow in
the first six months of the year, with numbers projected to decline by as much as 5% from levels
recorded in January-June 2001. The slow influx of foreign tourists was particularly evident in the
reduced activity at Mexican airports. Air traffic at Cozumel, a popular destination for US travelers,
was down more than 31% early this year. Similar figures were reported at terminals that cater to US
travelers, such as Merida and Cancun.
Still, Navarro Ochoa predicted an increase in foreign travelers in the second half of this year, which
could bring numbers for the year close to those recorded in 2001. "We anticipate a US economic
recovery, which will encourage an increase of US travelers to Mexico," said Navarro Ochoa, who
also cited a strong campaign by SECTUR and related agencies to promote Mexico to potential
travelers in the US and Europe. The tourism secretary said Mexico is trying to attract the type of
tourists that spend more money, such as golf enthusiasts and business travelers.

Domestic travelers keep industry fairly strong
Still, domestic tourism, which accounts for 80% of all travelers in Mexico, continues to compensate
partly for the decline in foreign visitors. The number of domestic travelers last year increased by
1.6% from 2000, generating the equivalent of US$53 billion. This is six times the revenues obtained
from foreign tourism. The trend has continued this year, particularly during the traditional Easter
vacation period. Domestic tourism during the last week of March was up about 4% to 5% from last
year, SECTUR reported.
Hotel occupancy at beach resorts during the Easter vacation was almost 84%, or almost 20
percentage points higher than during the third week of March. The most popular destinations
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were newer resorts like Nuevo Vallarta and Guayabitos, but traditional destinations like Cancun,
Mazatlan, and Playa del Carmen also reported a large number of visitors. In contrast to the beach
resorts, hotel occupancy in Mexico City and Monterrey was only 47% during the Easter vacation
period, compared with 60% in each of the previous three weeks.
Navarro said SECTUR has developed a strategic plan to expand Mexico's tourism sector that
includes short-term, intermediate, and long-term proposals. The most immediate need, said
the tourism secretary, is to improve publicity and promotion. In the medium-term, SECTUR is
proposing modifying the tax code to attract more visitors, including refunding the value-added tax
(impuesto al valor agregado, IVA) to foreign visitors.
In the long term, tourism officials are looking at tailoring packages to specific interests, including
greater development of environmental and cultural tourism.

Casinos not part of long-term tourism plan
Some long-term proposals, including the development of casinos, have caused division among
Mexican policymakers. In early February, representatives of the 31 state legislatures in Mexico
agreed to work together to encourage the federal Congress to legalize casino gambling.
The proposal, which suggested creating gambling resorts at 10 specified locations, was heavily
promoted by former President Ernesto Zedillo's administration (see SourceMex, 1998-05-27).
However, the initiative was soundly endorsed by a key committee in 2000 but has yet to reach the
full floor of the Chamber of Deputies (see SourceMex, 2000-02-02). The issue has not received a
strong push from the Fox administration. "Casinos are not a priority in the tourism plan," said
Navarro Ochoa, who cited the large amount of capital required to promote such a venture.
The Mexican tourism industry also has a mixed image overseas, with an increase in crime
discouraging some visitors. To address this problem, SECTUR and other agencies have channeled
some funds toward increasing security at areas frequented by tourists. A public-opinion poll
conducted by the Centro de Estudios Superiores en Turismo (CESTUR) said safety remains a major
concern for visitors to Mexico City but is less of a concern in other cities like Monterrey, Cancun,
and Mazatlan.
The poll, conducted among 25,000 foreign visitors between November 2001 and January 2002, also
found dissatisfaction with the cleanliness of Mexico City and Guadalajara. In contrast, Cancun,
Puerto Vallarta, and Monterrey received a favorable rating in this category. Respondents to the
poll generally rated Mexicans as very friendly and welcoming. "The poll found that we Mexicans
are very hospitable but very dirty," said Manuel Rodriguez, a representative of the Gaos polling
company, which conducted the survey on behalf of CESTUR. (Sources: La Cronica de Hoy, 02/12/02,
02/14/02, 02/18/02; Notimex, 02/18/02; The Dallas Morning News, 03/03/02; Spanish news service
EFE, 03/07/02; The News, 03/08/02, 03/18/02; Novedades, 03/18/02; El Universal, 02/13/02, 03/26/02;
La Jornada, 03/25/02, 04/08/02; Milenio Diario, 02/13/02, 02/18/02, 03/19/02, 04/09/02; Reforma,
02/13/02, 02/15/02, 03/14/02, 04/16/02)
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